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ABSTRACT

cad are often expased to

children learting to “ea ; :
than lists of sentences. A

wstfzrie 5" vhich are rTeally little mors
' good story his at leas+< continmity and &solflict vhich may be analyzed
in tvo wvays:z story grampar (analysis of setting and plot) and plans
and bel jefs (analysis of the plans &nd beliéfs of the characters,
incloding the reader 's undersstanding of the events of the story).
Using the story "The Fox ami the Rooster" to illustrate these .two
nethods of text analysds, we find that story grasmar provides a
susmary of events hut Agnores tle intermeil structure of the plans and
the beldefs of the characters con<exning actions which occur. A plans
and bel jefs amalysis imclodes an analsté of the reader because.
“individuals’ have dif ferent bhelliefs and erpectations (for example,
about foxes, roosters, dogs, amd st@riés). Sometines the writer's:
understanding and the reader's understanding are different, and
"misunderstanding" of the sStory reswults, This appears as a reader
corprehension problem but may be 2 Er::\bLen of point of view about ,
social xoles and behavior as ﬂ.’LSEéVE:‘Ed through a Jalans and beliefs
analysis, (TJ) »
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. What Makes a Good Story?' - -l ST

6.

A 7 ' \ o - ,
Why do so many children have prabfaﬁs Tearniﬂg to read? Why do they

\

onsider |t a :hare rather than a ﬁaturai and\ex;ntlng exten

e im imemm e [ Py S " —_ = — = mee — —_ o i

language experuenaes? Part of the answer may rast In the quajlty of the

5

wratten materials that are imposed on them In s;heol. Children: today have .

some Freedom in choosing’ what television programs to watch but not if

choosing a readnﬁg or saclal studces text.

Think for a nmment nF'thE-child~whﬁ has | imlted reading experiences -

" Y  outside school, who has few books, and who does not hear stories béing

= T

stféss dEEDdiﬁg skills. then they saﬁrlFlge the stary ]lﬂE on the 7

. P .
.assumption that component skllls need to be taught lndependently. Thus,

- 2 #

it s assumed story g;tg;tureigan be taught when (ts time’ comgs; there

-?n séhcal it is assumed that the :h&id is already a reader

]

whlle readlng leflcu]t SEQFIES and expository texts

i s .
. &

Text Analysis

) ‘*—ﬂéﬁls paper discusses two meth@ds of text analysis used ip research

a

on children's under%tanding\ﬂf'stérfgs! These methods are culturally
béund;!thaz is, they reflect a conception of stories ghat‘bas arisen in
‘Hégtérn culture. Within thegg boundaries, however, théfe is stillra
diveriity of texts. Dur'pfeliminary results Qsipg t hese éétéads show
;I ? ;‘ . - ; 1

IThls is a illghtly revised version of an article that appeared under

the same title in Language Arts, 1978, 55, 460-466.. It ts included in
"this series of papers with the permission cF NCTE. .

f Early

read. In the early grades, s/he enﬁguntefs a-series of texts that commonly

;‘ﬁeed to demand high qualffy«ét@ries when one fg teaching dééédiﬁg;
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théﬁ stor?l are'mgfe Ecmplex than adulﬁs might at- First think; that "good

B N x - -
A N E

x stories have struztures that can ‘be identlf:ed and studied; and that

| S R — et s = = - e 1_~ _ — - P — I
ve !,Ehlldren may. ﬁeed frequent expasure ta gﬂﬂd éﬁd chal len gi’g stories in /
/D

. crdgtﬂta:begﬂme sucﬁessfu] readers. . » . /
S ‘\’,i ' - . B /

SR “An objective characterization of what it is that makes one text 'good"

' and ané%Ler "'bagd"’ wculd be a boon to those who believe tth_highfquality f

[

Fao reading matevials. are essential to:the develgpment of reading skills Tt
S v  Ssse

and the desire to read. If cguld be a dfltEFlGn far selecting and de* .f, o,
signing texts that runs EQuﬂtéﬁxté some that are often used--for example, .. . .

”Hi]i it sell7" There are new ways of analyzing texts that may make it fé’ Lo

easier to state the contrast we feel exists between gaad wr t ing and that

-

" which can be faund in children's, texts, workbooks, and standérd z ed tests,

We should, of course, be cautious in def ining “gaﬁdness” since a

=

criterion of goodness may tend to support uniformity. It is thus wise . _ o

i

to be wamy of any prescriptive approach since our best writiﬁg‘is often

"

that which violates conventions of goodness in imaginative ways_ We
‘also need to be aware of the Fuﬁctlcn that the text Is servung What is

good far one child may be lass des;rab]e for others, Nevgrthelesa, while

some texts are gntertainiﬂg, informative, or challenging, many have little

. . . . s . f .
educational value. In order to analyze these categories, we need to

identify what it is that distinguishes a story. from a 1ist of sentences.

Features of Stories _ . R : ’

One distinguishing feature of ‘stories is continuity. In a good i}

story, ideas connect with one another.. Cannégtiané are usually from one

ERIC 8 B
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- ; ‘ What HakésiﬁmdStnry? :
sentence to the next, or Framfa.grcﬁp aé seﬁtenceé tﬁ’sam&fﬁﬁderiying ‘
scheﬁaf—¥ér |n5tan;e, the p]at . a aharacter deséript|ﬂn or th‘-gettlné.

- (A schema is an ofgani zeé ;él' éf?on of kncwtedge that‘WE*EssumE‘the S
reader -has available to aid his or her uﬁderstaﬁding;.,ﬁuﬁh §éhgﬁéta
repéggent generalizatiahs’i;ﬁm reédiég many 5priesi):=we éxpéfienze -
;disgamfafi‘in reading a novel- when we can F{;d nauratiaﬂaie_érrapéraéfiatgl

jSEhématakfar=an-épiscde: -lﬁagipefthe disgamFarf FbratPé égild.learﬁing

3 to read when.gfheqhas to .learn how to rec@gnizeinew wgrqé in the canféxt‘

of a pseudo-story, constructéd solely to intFoduce letter-sound-corréspon-
dences! s S = .- . ‘ ;

'

i . ) P

5

: Another distinguishing feature of stories is c'nFlntt, enther within
\/ -P ! J . B
a character or between characters. As ‘Johd le Carre says, "The cat sat

. on th;gmat' is not é stony. 'The&iq‘ sat on the dog's mat' is a 'story ..
(éarber,'ls72)i lnrthé étte%pt taxteachfgkjllsi-weiﬁavé préducéd a |
profusion of stories without caﬂFlicts;iﬁenée withéut the fémiiiar-stru§=
KUFE&GF setting, pr@ble%, and }ésdlutianathat characterizes much of v,! @ P
' iite;atgra. H{th@gt this familiar strdéfﬂré,-which providés a Scéffgié'ng‘ V

-

for events in stories, children may, find that learnind to read is a +t}§g
. / .

bizarre experience. Without the structure, they have no reason to con-

tinue reading a particular se[eztran aﬂd pay' be learning that readung
p

in general is pointless. Bett henm (1975) makes a similar point wnth

the argument that fairy tales have survived because” they simplify but

retain well-known conflicét patterns.

ERIC -
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Lo T e T e Hakes a#tood smry? /

—§EQEYxAnalysj§

. There are atﬁerffeatures of good stories, but let's focus here on
g

canne¢t|¢ﬁty and canflnct What might it mean to analyze a story with

e e m e el e A,;,,:,j_,ﬁ,n

respect to them? ' L : S

i will dse Fér an examﬁie 3 stary about a fox and a roostery adapted
. . %

from the first Winston Reader. (Fzrman & HaltEy, JS1B) The St@fy has a Y

- [

simple grammar and uses ¢ommon, wards but |t is not a simple stgry The ..

reader has to work to fit .all the EEthnS togefher, ‘What makes this a

gu@d ,stery is that the r‘r's work IS rewérded, S/hé can.find the

\EQHﬂECtIGnE that tie the actlcns to the central conflict

‘ The Stéry describes a. rooster and a large d@g who spéhd the night in thé
wﬁgds, the Faaétér on a branch of a tree and the a@g‘iﬁ the -hollow of ;he l
tree. In the mgrﬁing, the rooster crows aﬁﬁ’?sAhéard,Ey a fox. Think{ﬁgi

*

that he has just heard his breakfast the fax ﬂfﬁks for and F|nd5 the -

rooster. The story Eﬁds as follows: L ‘ .- .
i "~ 50 he {the ng)isaid to the rooster, ''What a.fine rooster you T i

‘" are! How well 'you sing: Will you come to my house for br&ékji
aFéSf?”é The raos;er sa%di "Yes, than£ryéu; d:will come, i% my o *;.v
%r_ieraéj may _come, t;:w:s " ”Oh yes,'" said the %c’zx "y will ask .
s your friend. Nhéﬁg is he?“ The raaster Sald “Hy friend isz
A‘invthis haiigw tree. He is asleep. You qgst wake him." Mr’?
Fox said to himself, 'Ha: ha! | 5Hali'have two roosters for
my breakfast!" So he pq} his ﬁeaq iﬁﬁg the hollow tree. Then
. he said, ”Nfll‘yau come to my hguse for breakfasti“' Out jumped

% - R -

the doy and caught Mr. Fox by the nose.
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Qhe apprnaiZ{ﬁE analyzing:a story such as '‘The Fox and the Rooster'
} : . |
“is to use a sigry grammar much like one uses a sentence grammar to analyze

) SenééﬁEES; A'Formal grammar Fﬂr sentences of Eﬁgiish might say, in,
" effect, that a senténce can be a noun phrase pi;.;“;;b“ph};;e. Astory
. ' grammér on the other hand might say that a.story consists QF a settlﬁg
plus a/number of episodes. Each ep:sade comprises i{évént and a reactién
‘to the event. fach event is either a change of state; | action, or a J
| pair of events. Such a grammar ‘was proposed by Rumelhar 7‘1975) and . .

v . T,
-has been used to analyze stories as well as children's un,,rstéﬁding of

stories.
.

Given a story grammar and a story, one cag,buiid a8 representation

of the story. This can then be used to make predictions about what
children will relate when asked to retell or stmmarize a story after
‘reading it. For example, segments of the, story coded as emotional, respon- .

ses to events may be less easily remembered than the events themselves.
C;; Similarly, actions that are deeply embedded in sub-plots are not as

likely to be remembered as actions of the main plot. One can show that

wéli-étruzturéd stories are easier for both children and adults to cbmpre-
hend.
The stoty grammar method has ix;qmpartant ]lmltaglﬂn it ignores
/ .
¢ the internal structure of the Piaﬁs of characters, hence of their
b%liefs about actions, that oceur. Therefore, a cam;?émentary!approach
(B%uce, 1977) is briefly skgtched below. It explicitly irfcorporates
' the.structure of plans and beliefs by considering both the story and
R . ’ -
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the reader's understanding of events in the story. Although only one

story is dealt with, the appfoach has been applied to others of varying

’quélity_ In additibn to 5ugg%§ting possible measures of story ''goodness',

Ft may have implications Mer testing anc

=

‘teaching.

Plans and Beliefs , o o /Wé,

. o ' ) o : o
One thing we find after examining our example story-is that its

elements (facts, acgdons, presuppositions, and so on) must be analyzed
+ - : Y

.with respect ‘to the reader because individuals have different prior

beliefs and expectations about foxes, roosters, d@gsi and‘ stariesi One
whc; thinks of foxes in stories as benng sly and greedy,,ﬁjr example, can
use that km:wledgé in re?dlng the story.

Jﬁ?@rder to represent beliefs of individual readers, we need to
have propositions of the form: ''The reader believes that roosters are
good to eat.'" Since many of the reader's beliefs are, in turn, beljefs
about beliefs of the characters, we also need to have‘ propasitions of
the form: The reader believes that the fox wants the rooster to believe

that the fox wants the rooster to come as'g'uest for breakfast (and -

not as the main course).

Figure 1‘5-h@w5’ a partial and somewhat superficial analysis of part
of this story. In fac‘;:}z, it shows only prapasiti}:\ﬂs that are er;bedded
within the reader's bg]iefs aggu't the fox's be]iéfs and- wants. Agc:am“
plete analysis would sho the reader's beliefs about the dog's and the
rooster's béfiéfs; as welt as the reader's own beliefs. Part-of the

interest in this story lies in the discrepancies between the reader's

_What Makes a Good Story?



THE FOX AND THE R OSTEE

~ 'ROOSTERS -ARE -

RE-  \nsTANCE  ROOSTER-IS- FOX WANT
GO0D-TO-gAT —NSTANCE _ ¢ GOOD-TO-EAT  (FOX EAT BREAKFAST)

LOST-ANIMALS -ARE-EASY- oy , ,
. TO-CATCH-AND-EAT -~ . SUPPORT INSTANCE
' SUPPORT

ROOSTER IS - EASY
TO-CATCH -AND-EAT ==

SUPPORT

Yy .
FOX WANT
(FOX EAT ROOSTER)

__SUPPORT

| PRECONDITION
ROOSTER IS-LOST~ ' -t
IN~W0O0DS

, Y
. FOX HOLD ROOSTER

PRECONDITION

ROOSTERIN-TREE _  CONFLICT FOX 1S-NEAR ROOSTER
— )

OUTCOME
ROOSTER COME-TO-FOX- ___ SUB~ _, ROOSTER COME-DOWN-
HOUSE- FOR - BREAKFAST — OUTCOME FROM - TREE

2
‘H"“-
[V

- 1.

An’ analysis in terms of plans -and beliefs
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Uﬁderstaﬁﬁiﬁg of the world defined in the story, and his or her under=-

standing of the characters' understandingsi Here, it is critical for

the reader to recognize differences between-the fox's model (as shown in

" Figure 1{ and the Tooster's. R -

To take just one example of the differences in beliefs that must be

understood, consider the-belief (shown in Figure 1), '"Rooster i s—easy-to-

catch-and-eat.!" We might hypothesize that support for this belief con-

sists of at least the two.belaefs, '"lost-animals-are-easy-to‘catch-and-eat"

and "'Rooster is-lost-in-woods." The fox's subsequent actiéns are most

easily interpreted in terms of his belief that he can easi]y zatzh and

, ¢
eat the rooster . Conflict in the plot is provided by the belief thét

the rccster bel:eves that he-is neither last, nor éasy to catch and eat.

The fox's belief that the rooster will be easy to catch provides

. , ]
support for his belief thbat he can satisfy.his top-level want, ''Fox eat-

breakfast.'"" This wan

becomes the impetus for the fox's actions. As

readers, we might imagine that he begins to formulate a plan as follows:

(1)

()

(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)

(7)

-

In order to eat the rooster, he must be haldlng him;
therefare the rooster must be near the fox; o Y
this will happen if theifcaster descends from éha tree;
Ee WEII come down if he wants to;

he wu]l wantxgg if he wants _to join the fox for breakfast

T,

Y
he may want ta daxthgt |F he tE:SEE the fox and if the fox asks

him nicely;

= ‘\“ 7 ]
the invitation will be mare\guzéessfu] if it is accompanied by flattery.
i ’
‘i;"%&_,
N,
¥

10l o



What Makes a Good Story?

o A:ting;én the basis of this plan, he says,

" "What a fine rooster yoy are! ' How well you gjﬁgg Will you
come ‘to my house for breakfast?"! ’

¢ ' . : o

Note that these’ utteranges:make sense anly if ve Fegngcize a plan of the :7'7 o
|

sgnt sketched in (1)-(7) abuveg Furthermore, recagnitian of this plan
‘renanrces a classie s:hema a%aut faxes in fablgs iief, that thgy‘are » }
iéie;ér and deceitful but, often, ngt giever enough. Schemata Tike this |
allcw a reader to cope Q;th the. éthnglse unmaﬁageabie mass of informatlan oy
fgund in stories--a mass not always appreciated by tegﬁhgri.; |
- In addition to farmuiafiﬁg hisﬁéwﬁ‘Eians,‘theéfax’must simulate
the plan formulation of the rooster in aFder to acﬁaunt for the rooster's
actions. Figure 1 shows a FEW GF the beliefs he might ‘have about the
r@astef‘s'pi§n5 Nate that Fram ‘the fox's pDiﬂt of view, the FQQEEET'SE
actions are both uﬁdEFEténdébie and éesirabié. Thus, th& fox believes
his de¢ept|aﬁ is Lerklng—;a belief essential to the dewelapment of the plét.
Figure 1 hardly shows all of the fox's bellefs. For éxamp]é, t;e
t?x could infer that the rooster's friend is a rooster from certéin iiib?i

of conversation. His reasonihg might go as follows:

£

(1) The frietd of a FDDSt'ﬁ‘iﬁ a rooster (sg the fox balleves)
(2) a different kind of Frlend wﬂuld be hlghly unusual; -

(3) one should note in an qtterénce highly unusual, yet relevant information;
‘(ﬁ) without contrary indicati@ng, the rooster can be assumed to be
following the rules of conversation. i

E

L

11
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The meihad aF analysls that ccnsnders a reader s bellefs Ts c]ear]y

nat Jjust st@rx analysns but, rather storz mod€ ] -analysis. That is, -

we aﬁalyze the model or plcture that a ftyplcal“_reader constructs for

%

the story. Ideally, we wculd.lnke to be able to aﬁa1yze'a partiﬂu]aﬁ

ﬂ«vresdeu 5_m del and :Qmparg Jt to gther madels, Iaoking ﬁar difFErenEEs

“in bE]IEFS to aaﬁcunt for . dlfferent nnterpretatlans R

Children's Models

We asked several children to read this and Similar stories, and then

recorded their explanations for certain events in the story. One 'child

(age 11), who happened to be a'ﬁacd reader, had no trouble with the stgry!:
Fésﬁsnlzlﬁg Eésl]y the flattery and trlskery aspects of the p]ot He

' vaIUﬁteered a dESEFIPEIDﬁ of a schema for foxes in StQFIES of this type,
in which_the. fox is seen to be greedy or villainous, plotting to gain his
»evil gndsi_uitﬁﬁatgly tﬁizkingghiméé1f; and so on. The samé Ehiid also =

recognized -that this characterization appliés not to foxes in real life,

but onty to foxes in stories of this type--that is, he knew that he was

reading a particular kind of story, intended to be entertaining, perhaps

- .

to impart a moral, but not to persuade, inform, criticize, or any of a
number ‘of other actions an author could be performing.

A second child (age 10) had difficulty with this story, although
she was able to decode every word with apparerit ease. Not surprisingly,
she gave little indication of knowing the fox schema ment ioned above.

We can only speculate about the reasons for the different réactians;i

but it is clear that understanding the purpose of the story played an-




O
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—

Jinportant role in recognizing what higher level schenata to apply, and
ig understanding the story itself. One plausible hypothesis i s that the

second child's experience with typical pseudo-stofies and her lack of

éspésure to good stories has given her 3 limited view of whar stories

are all ébc:utg%; Interviews with her on this and s imilar o

fond

Urie s sugges ted

that she might be treating them not as real stories but as the i

-
W
Cw
—

sentendes she had come to expect.

e

Compre herision Problens

o & )

NO ne kiitws LHe eatanl Lw v hich Chj 1dren May JIfre s (el odnde
Stariding of plans (11 5 Lur des, bul seiious cortipr ehiesfs turs JITF gl Tes may
result when thiere s a Nl silalib Lolweeis Lttt wndeéer=tandi ny 2 §f BwijiLer

and those of a 1cade Wez s Ut weognl ce theat ani "elion' e gride Fsbanding

erite s beshweer) Lhe seadey arid Uhe il e |;ggidii\g Whies(

may re Flecr di tfe

Cewiils gz g oyl venn swel el oo o, e 1 lus tieale, Lhe smweedd i d e terred

Lo abuve Jid Nl 2sex o viflaln b o uur - bt 7, padbl, Levo ausde Llpee » o, wd

Lhie fum as = real Toen vl neadad o owal (0 live , & wlbiey (1ran Lo Ly

Fox vher 12 slamest Uee eatui oot spal wiy §ai Aoe adoguate oot roe Wdlay

camprebten a1 shodd gl sthngolalh Ltz | teader o Sha fLoae 0 11D o s

-

mode | For g lext, and fils u et kisesded e oF st al 1ales a0 aucia |

behavicr pat terns

|

Summary

Us Iﬁi;j 5 iUim Uhie ooboy , syvasimiay apps wash, o8 thie ol cany  w Y AR L

orme comes to simjlar basic cuine lus iuns Foia U real stadites 13%E soruc L
L

™

13
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12
that can be :identiFied ahd studied. Since it:is adifficult task to
recognize and use these structures in readiﬁg;i lchfil;‘ireﬁ who ;ﬁavé 1 mited
experience with real ét@ries ma¥ have difficuyl ties in understanding then.

Second, good stories draw upon the reader 's prior beliefs 'and expec tat ion=.
The structurg or connectivity of a story provides a framework for oryariz ing
appropriate prior beliefs. [hird, the inherent complexity of story under—

standing, particularly the neced to use prior beliets i1 appropriate ways,

iﬁg the same Story . Itii= suddgesls Ll tslldico =nd addyl Ls ha 5 I wer

[

t

"]

n

W

stand the sawe stuiy in very different ways
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